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Abstract 
 
Road crashes are one of the most significant public health problems in Pakistan; however the 
factors that contribute to road crashes in Pakistan are not well-researched. Traditional beliefs and 
values can act as a barrier to health-promoting and injury prevention behaviours, in general and 
especially in relation to road safety, and may also contribute to risk-taking behaviours. Such 
beliefs can present significant challenges for health advocates who aim to change behaviour in 
order to avert road crashes and diminish their consequences. Qualitative research was undertaken 
in Islamabad, Rawalpindi and Lahore with a range of drivers, religious orators, police and policy 
makers to explore cultural and religious beliefs and their association with risky road use, and to 
understand how they might affect development of road safety interventions. The findings 
highlight a range of issues, including the identification of aspects of beliefs that have complex 
social implications when designing safety intervention strategies. The pervasive nature of 
religious and superstitious beliefs in Pakistan can affect road user behaviour by reinforcing the 
presumption that the individual has no part to play in safety, thereby supporting continued risk 
taking behaviour. It is anticipated that the findings could be used to inform the design of 
interventions aimed at influencing broad-spectrum health attitudes and practices among the 
communities where such beliefs are prevalent. 
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Achieving Safe Road Use in a Rapidly Motorising Country: The Influence of Longstanding 
Beliefs on Risky Driver Behaviour in Pakistan 
Road traffic crashes have emerged as a major international health problem. Road crash 
fatalities and injuries have reduced significantly in developed countries, but they still represent a 
major burden to low and middle-income countries. It has been suggested that the largest gains in 
reducing harm are to be made in less-developed countries, where rates of injury-related death are 
highest (Mock, Quansah, Krishnan, Arreola-Risa, & Rivara, 2004).  The World Health 
Organization (WHO) (2009) estimates that the death toll from road crashes in low- and middle-
income nations is more than 1 million people per year, or about 90% of the global road toll, even 
though these countries only account for 48% of the world’s vehicles. Furthermore, it is estimated 
that approximately 265,000 people die every year in road crashes in South Asian countries and 
Pakistan stands out with approximately 41,500 deaths per year. Pakistan has the highest rate of 
fatalities per 100,000 population in the region (see Table 1). The differences are starkly 
highlighted when comparisons with developed, high income countries are made. For example, in 
a country such as Australia, substantial and sustained evidence-based efforts across many 
decades have assisted in reducing fatalities from a rate of 30.4 per 100,000 population in 1970 to 
6.1 per 100,000 in 2010 (Australian Transport Council, 2011).  
 
Table 1. Road fatality statistics for South Asian countries 
Country Income 
Level 
Estimated road 
crash fatalities 2007 
Population 
2007 
Road fatalities 
per  100,000 
population 
Road fatalities per  
100,00 vehicles 
Bangladesh Low 20,038 158,664,959 12.6 190.10 
Bhutan Middle 95 658,479 14.4 26.60 
India Low 196,445 1,169,015,509 16.8 27.01 
Maldives Middle 56 305,556 18.3 16.56 
Nepal Low 4,245 28,195,994 15.1 68.77 
Sri Lanka Middle 2,603 19,299,190 13.5 8.32 
Pakistan Low 41,494 163,902,405 25.3 78.48 
Source: Global Status Report on Road Safety (WHO, 2009) 
 
Fatalism and superstition 
Human factors are considered to be the major contributing factors to road crashes 
(Peltzer, 2008). However, less progress has been made in addressing human factors contributing 
to crashes in developing countries as compared to the many improvements in road environments 
and vehicle standards, and this is especially true of fatalistic, superstitious and related beliefs 
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(Kayani, King, & Fleiter, 2011). This is a significant omission, since in different cultures in 
developing countries there are strong worldviews in which predestination persists as a central 
idea (i.e., that one’s life, death and other events are predetermined).  
Fatalism refers to a particular way in which people regard the events that occur in their 
lives, usually expressed as a belief that an individual does not have personal control over 
circumstances and that their lives are determined through a divine or powerful external agency 
(Hazen & Ehiri, 2006). Superstitious beliefs are found in diverse cultures (Dixey, 1999; Foster & 
Kokko, 2009; Torgler, 2007) in the form of shared attitudes which can influence behaviour in 
different social situations (Hira, Fukui, Endoh, Rahman, & Maekawa, 1998). There is some 
overlap between fatalism and superstition conceptually and also in practice (Kayani et al., 2011). 
Superstition can be defined as “a belief or practice resulting from ignorance, fear of the 
unknown, trust in magic or chance, or a false conception of causation” (Foster & Kokko, 2009, 
p.31). It is based on beliefs about supernatural forces which can include magic, spirits, ancestors, 
and even vague concepts such as luck or good fortune (Kayani et al., 2011). A distinction which 
can be made between fatalism and superstition is that superstition does not rely on an all-
powerful supernatural agent such as God. An additional area of overlap concerns the issue of 
people acting superstitiously who might invoke religious acts/powers in order to counteract 
malevolent acts or bad luck. This can give the appearance of religion to a practice which is, 
essentially, magical (Kayani et al., 2011). 
Fatalism in some form is present in all societies, although scale and practice differ 
(Norenzayan & Lee, 2010; Leplat, 1983; Young, Morris, Burrus, Krishnan, & Regmi, 2009). 
Initially, developed countries considered road crashes as acts of God and unavoidable. However, 
over time, the adoption of a scientific, evidence-based approach has shifted the focus to the 
contribution of human factors and the notion of road crashes as preventable rather than as 
uncontrollable ‘accidents’ (Vasconcellos, 2001). In developed countries a large body of research 
has been undertaken into the elements underlying risky road user behaviours (e.g., perceptions, 
attitudes and intentions), but little research on these topics has taken place in Pakistan. Pakistan 
is one of the largest Muslim countries in the world with about 180 million people (NIPS, 2009). 
Unlike other Muslim countries in the Middle East, conversion to Islam followed centuries of 
Hinduism (Kayani et al, 2011).  In a World Values Survey (WVS 2004, cited in Acevedo, 2008), 
Pakistan recorded the highest scores on one particular measure of fatalism. Not surprisingly then, 
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a recent roadside survey of drivers conducted in Pakistan found that many drivers attribute road 
crashes to God (Durrani, Waseem, Bhatti, Razzak, & Naseer, 2011). 
Research from African countries confirms that such beliefs are indeed relevant to road 
safety. Studies from Nigeria, Ivory Coast and South Africa (e.g., Kouabenan, 1998; Dixey, 1999; 
Peltzer & Renner, 2003; Peltzer, 2004) found that fatalism and other mystical beliefs are a 
potential barrier to enhancing road safety and participation in health-promoting behaviours. Such 
beliefs are expected to impede road safety efforts, since individuals may consider the struggle 
against nature to be futile because events (e.g., a road crash) are believed to be inevitable and 
predetermined, and may also promote resistance to interventions which attempt to change 
behavior (Kayani, King, & Fleiter, 2012). The current research aimed to better understand the 
nature of such beliefs in Pakistan relating to road use, how these beliefs influence, and how this 
may affect responses to safety interventions.  
Method 
Participants 
The research paradigm for this project was qualitative because it allowed for the 
gathering of data that gives a rich and detailed picture of the phenomenon under investigation, 
and is important where this involves subjective impressions and the mapping of social and 
cultural constructs. Qualitative research seeks to understand, refine, and place the information 
into a context-specific format (Creswell, 2007; Dumka, Gonzalas, Wood, & Formoso, 1998), 
which makes it appropriate for research in settings that have rarely been studied.  
Three forms of qualitative sampling were used: purposive (selecting particular groups); 
criterion (people experienced in road use in Pakistan); and snowball. Overall, interviews were 
conducted with 30 participants who ranged in age from 24 to 63 years (median age = 46 years) in 
three major cities: Lahore, Islamabad and Rawalpindi. The one to one interviews were conducted 
at participants’ offices, public libraries, and private offices in taxi/bus stands. Participants were 
selected from varied educational backgrounds and from a variety of groups with relevance to 
road use. The variations in participants enabled a broad range of perspectives about beliefs and 
experiences to be canvassed during interviews. Participants included twelve professional drivers 
recruited at transport depots (3 taxi drivers, 6 truck drivers and 3 bus drivers), 5 car drivers, 7 
police officers, 4 policy makers and 2 religious orators (added during the research process 
because of issues of interpretation of religion which emerged during interviews). Seidman (2006) 
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asserted that interviewing is the best procedure to adopt when conducting concentrated studies of 
individuals, such as feelings, thoughts and intentions or how people interpret the world around 
them. Therefore, it was anticipated that this research method would elicit rich detailed 
information about participants’ cultural and religious beliefs and their relationship to risky road 
use.  
All participants were Muslims with the exception of one Christian and one Sikh. The 
majority of the sample was male, with only two females (a general car driver and a field police 
officer). In Pakistan, more men than women drive in general, and female drivers are rare among 
professional drivers. The police force has only a small female presence. All the professional 
drivers, one car driver, one field police officer, and two religious orators had a high school 
degree or less, while other participants, such as car drivers, field police officers, and policy 
makers had college and/or university education. The majority of participants reported having 
been involved in at least one road crash, and almost every participant reported that relatives, 
friends and/or colleagues had been killed and severely injured in road crashes.  
Procedure 
Queensland University of Technology’s Human Research Ethics Committee provided 
ethical approval for the research and participants were treated consistent with all ethical 
requirements. The interviewer (first author) personally approached people to participate. In the 
first instance the research purpose was explained verbally, and if they showed an interest in 
participating, a participant information sheet translated into Urdu was provided. Participants 
were not paid for their participation. All interviews were conducted after formal informed 
consent was obtained. An interview guide with simple prompt questions was developed. 
Interviews took approximately 60 minutes and participants were asked to discuss their attitudes 
and beliefs about driving, accident causation, and road use. This led to participants disclosing 
information about previous risky/illegal road use, beliefs about crash causation and prevention, 
and associated religious and cultural beliefs.  
Analysis 
Audio recordings were transcribed and translated into English using the concept of 
meaning translation (Esposito, 2001). The researcher then checked the translations against the 
recordings for validity and reliability and an additional bilingual assistant checked a random 
sample of transcripts, one from each of the participant groups to ensure validity and integrity of 
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the backward transcription process (Beaton, Bombardier, Guillemin, & Ferraz, 2000). Interview 
transcripts and notes from observations were analysed using a thematic analysis approach. 
Analysis involved searching for the expression of particular ideas within the overall context of 
the dialogue (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995) and connecting these ideas into 
themes that appear important (Daly, Kellehear, & Gliksman, 1997).  
Findings 
Note that comments made by participants about their beliefs are their own, and we make 
no comment as to whether these stated beliefs are correct or incorrect, in particular the 
participants’ interpretations of how Islam applies to their behaviour. Overall, a wide variety of 
conceptualisations about road crash causation were expressed including crashes attributed to: 
fate, a test of life, a punishment from God, Shahadat (martyrdom or a good religious death that 
will lead to heaven), or superstitions including evil eye and black magic. Responses have been 
grouped and are presented below according to three themes: 1) attribution of crashes to 
fate/God’s will; 2) attribution of crashes to beliefs about superstition and malicious acts; and 3) 
beliefs about crash causation linked to popular conceptions of religion. Participant comments are 
presented to demonstrate key concepts and the term ‘Int’ indicates comments by the interviewer.   
Attribution of Crashes to Fate/God’s Will  
Responses to questions about crash causation were similar across all types of participants, 
although it is noteworthy that policy makers were the only group to report that crash causation 
can be attributable to human behaviour, however this was not consistently reported across this 
group. Almost all participants expressed strong fatalistic beliefs towards road crash occurrence 
(see Kayani et al., 2012 for a more in-depth discussion). Participants considered an injury, death 
or other loss as ‘fated’ to happen and therefore believed that it cannot be prevented. Notably, the 
respondents used different terms to connote fate, such as Allah, destiny, qudrat, muqadar, qismat, 
nature or God. This example is from a bus driver with no formal education: 
We try to avoid mistakes but final authority is with Allah. Nothing is in human control, 
everything is by God. You see me, I am talking with you, and it is even not in my control. 
I will talk to you as far as God wants. Look [at] this bus, how big it is. Only God is 
running it and controlling it. How can a human being control it? 
 
The majority of participants perceived themselves to be helpless in regard to fate and 
destiny and expressed the belief that fate alone determined their life course. They might assume 
other factors could help, like their own actions, but these could only work if implemented with 
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the will of God. Fatalistic beliefs were found across all religions, ages and genders; however 
people with less formal education had a preponderance of superstitious as well as fatalistic 
beliefs, while people with more formal education made statements that indicated less 
superstitious beliefs. Religion seemed to be an integral factor in shaping beliefs of all 
participants. The quote below from a police officer with a university education illustrates the 
strength of sentiment expressed in all groups about the role of religion relating to road crashes.  
I have my strong faith as a Muslim that life and death is in the hands of God. I will get 
what is written in my fate. I will get anything that is in my fate like an accident, disease 
and other problems in life. 
 
Fate was also reported as being involved in creating the circumstance that contributed to 
a crash. While driving, if someone makes a mistake that leads to a crash, fate was seen as 
responsible for the mistake. Furthermore, eyewitnesses to a crash appear to dismiss human error 
and attribute the crash to the fate of those involved, as evidenced in the quote below which refers 
to a bus crash, witnessed by the participant (taxi driver with no formal education), in which many 
children died.  
The children who died in that accident would have died for some other reason anyway 
because death was their fate and that was their day. This was inevitable and the driver’s 
mistake just becomes the source of that accident. It was also the driver’s destiny that it 
was in his fate to face difficulties of life in this way. 
 
Attribution of crashes to beliefs about superstition and malicious acts  
A range of superstitious beliefs were noted as being responsible for crash involvement 
among the participant sample. One example, the concept of ‘evil eye’ (literal translation is 
‘malignant look’) was the most commonly described superstition relating to road crashes. Evil 
eye refers to the concept of looking at something or someone with the intention of creating harm 
or wishing for something bad to happen to another, often because of jealousy over the good 
fortune of other people (e.g., new car, good job). The use of amulets, talisman and charms to 
protect from evil eye was widely reported and some participants described their belief that evil 
eye was linked to religious concepts. The term may also apply in a non-malicious sense in that 
evil eye was also described as occurring if someone praises something too much (e.g. lots of 
praise for a new car) or if the owner is overly proud of something. The following example was 
reported by a police officer with a university degree: 
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I had a road accident while performing my duty. I tried to stop a car that had made 
violations. He hit me while I was trying to stop him. I got seriously injured. The reason 
was that on that day I was looking very smart and some people made an evil look at me 
and I got evil eye. 
 
Another commonly discussed superstition was the belief in mystical powers and 
practices, such as black magic. Black magic was described as a curse placed upon one person by 
another with malicious intent, often caused by jealousy, in order to bring bad luck or misfortune. 
It was noted that black magic could be used to control the mind and impair driving performance, 
thus creating a situation where a driver is ‘forced’ to make a mistake which would lead to a 
crash. While no participants described the act of performing black magic themselves, some of 
them did report direct experience of having a curse placed upon them. Belief in the phenomenon 
of black magic did not appear to be restricted to those with limited formal education. Indeed, 
there was evidence that those with high levels of formal education held beliefs about the power 
of black magic. The following quotation is from a police officer who had attained a Masters 
Degree level of education.  
Int: Suppose I’m driving with a black magic curse on me, can it affect my driving?”  
Yes, because the mind is controlled, so in this way it is used as you want. They [the 
people who perform black magic] can overcome your senses and you can make 
mistakes...I’ve seen many people affected by black magic. A driver’s thinking is 
controlled with black magic. 
 
Beliefs about crash causation linked to popular conceptions of religion 
Popular religious conceptions and practices were evident in providing explanations of 
crash causation. The concept of God wanting to test how his creatures behave when they face 
hardship, loss or problems in life was evident in the comments of some participants. Specifically, 
viewing crashes as one form of a test of life that is predestined with the will of God was 
commonly discussed in all groups. Hardships such as crashes, diseases or other losses were 
described as welcomed because they remind people of the presence and importance of God. If 
people have constant good news in their life they may forget God, but facing hardships can serve 
to remind them of God. Therefore, any hardships in life were described as blessings for them that 
come with the will of God. An example of this is provided in the quote below from a female car 
driver who holds a Masters degree:  
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Allah puts one in trial in order to make him realize that everything is in His control. We 
should take lessons [learn] that [at] any time we can face a problem. We cannot go 
against fate but we can face the test with courage and determination. 
Int: [Considering that view], if a driver follows safety measures, even then he can 
experience a road accident?  
Yes definitely. If a disaster has to come in your life you cannot escape, no matter what 
you do. 
 
Another belief commonly expressed by participants was that a death that results from a 
road crash is viewed as Shahadat, or a good death. This concept is related to the Islamic belief of 
martyrdom and the idea that the deceased person will get to heaven based on this type of death. 
There was evidence to indicate that some participants attributed road fatalities to Shahadat 
because of the belief that crashes are unexpected and sudden. As such, this type of death is seen 
as honorable (and desirable) and as able to redeem the affected person from suffering. It appears 
that belief in Shahadat is used as a post-crash attribution by some; if someone dies in a road 
crash, people may accept the outcome as an event that occurred with the will of God.  
A travelling man [driver], when he dies, earns Shahadat. Secondly a sudden death is also 
Shahadat. In an [road] accident both things are intermingled, that is Shahadat. It’s in 
our religion, Islam. Male Truck driver 
 
There was also evidence to suggest that crashes are viewed as a punishment from God, 
with some putting it in the context of retaliation for breaking God’s law. Participants regarded 
wrong deeds or sins as those acts that were performed against social and religious rules and 
teachings and appeared not to understand that their own actions might contribute to a crash (e.g., 
disobeying road rules; faulty vehicle). Some participants expressed the belief that by suffering 
the crash, they were reducing the intensity of punishment in the next life. Below, a bus driver 
explains the concept of sinning and receiving punishment via a road crash: 
If I use drugs, drink or [have] sex in my vehicle or other places it could lead to an 
accident. It happened many times. We should not commit a sin in that place [vehicle]. We 
should always be thankful to God and remember him.  
 
Discussion 
The findings indicate that there are many religious and superstitious beliefs linked to 
perceptions of crash causation. It was observed that people did not necessarily adhere to one 
belief for the causation of a road crash. For example, according to some participants, a road crash 
could occur due to fate, or bad deeds, or evil eye or black magic. It is not clear exactly how or 
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why people ascribe a particular cause to a crash. However, although people nominated many 
different reasons why crashes and deaths could occur, fate was the primary element among all 
other attributions. Even when participants described using appropriate preventive or safety 
measures according to their own beliefs (i.e., the use of charms to avoid black magic), when a 
crash did occur, people still referred to fate as the reason for a crash. In this sense, fate appeared 
as the ‘default attribution’ for a crash when all other explanations failed to account for the 
incident.  
Importantly, it was noted that people’s own involvement or actions were rarely 
considered as the cause of road crashes. Commonly, responsibility was shifted to other factors 
such as fate, test of life, or punishment from God. Whenever personal actions were considered, 
this consideration was limited to lifestyle (e.g., doing good deeds or sinning). People expressed 
the belief that if they lived their life in accordance with religious, social, and cultural 
requirements, road crashes could be avoided, unless a crash was already written in their fate.  
The belief that people are unable to alter their fate was commonly expressed. This line of 
thinking may promote behaviours that would be seen as risky by safety experts (e.g., the non-
wearing of helmets/seat belts because of the belief that one’s fate and time of death are already 
determined and that such measures are unnecessary). Furthermore, many non-scientifically based 
preventive measures were reportedly practiced by people in the belief that they will be kept from 
harm by such practices (e.g., use of amulets or charms to negate effects of black magic). Belief 
in the power of such measures can promote risk taking. Importantly, such actions would not 
necessarily be viewed as risky by people because they perceive that they have done everything 
necessary, according to their religious, cultural and superstitious beliefs, to avoid harm. 
Participants appear less inclined to adopt scientifically-based preventive measures because they 
were perceived as not necessary or not as helpful as their traditional (non-scientific) coping 
methods.  
Overall, the findings highlight that people with a firm belief in fate and/or superstition are 
inclined to ignore their own mistakes, instead attributing all occurrences to God’s will. Indeed, 
many participants noted that road crashes or other adverse events in life would occur, even with 
their use of preventive measures. Such attitudes are inconsistent with basic road safety 
behavioural and injury prevention principles such as those espoused by the World Health 
Organization (i.e., use of seat belts and helmets). Successful development and implementation of 
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scientifically-based road safety interventions in Pakistan requires that policy makers and police, 
among others, have an objective understanding of crash causation and the factors that influence 
safe road use. The findings suggest that the mechanism of religion should be taken into account 
when trying to change attitudes and behaviours relating to road use in Pakistan. While the 
authors make no claim as to their knowledge of Islam, we are aware that concepts of right and 
wrong and the freedom of will to choose between good and evil are of significance and might be 
applicable. 
Finally, this research has offered a first step for determining some of the religious and 
cultural belief-based factors related to risky behaviour and to stimulate further research interest 
in this area. It has contributed to the limited knowledge available about the role of fatalism, 
superstition, religious and cultural beliefs in the field of road safety while also identifying many 
issues requiring further investigation to assist health psychologists to better understand the 
context of behaviour in Pakistan and the beliefs relevant to it. Future research is needed to 
improve road safety interventions in Pakistan through developing a better understanding of 
fatalism, superstition and other related beliefs and the extent of their contribution to risky road 
use (and other risky health behaviours) as well as to the ways in which people respond to road 
safety interventions. 
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